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tough stuff. Plus, I’ve seen what happens to people who are turned into 
gods.” I thought about poor Ganymede, frozen as a beautiful teen, but stuck 
with all his anxiety, self-doubt, and fears forever. No thank you. 

“Interesting.” Gary studied my friends, then turned back to me. “I look 
forward to wrestling you for many years to come, Percy Jackson. Do not 
think I will go easy on you, just because you have impressed me now.” 

“PI keep exercising,” I promised. “Do a bunch of crossword puzzles.” 

Gary curled his lip. “We were having a nice moment. Don’t ruin it.” He 
snapped his fingers, and the chalice of the gods appeared, floating and 
gleaming in the air between us. All it needed was an angelic chorus to 
complete the effect. 

“Take it,” Gary said. “I suppose it should stay on Mount Olympus, 
among those fools who have already turned their backs on Old Age. You 
give me hope, Percy Jackson, that not everyone is like them.” He sniffed 
before grumbling, “Crossword puzzles...” 

Then he poofed into a gray cloud of talcum powder. 

I managed to catch the chalice just before it hit the pavement. It felt as 
heavy as a bowling ball, which did not do wonders for my aching arms. 

“Ow,” I said. 

“You did it!” Grover did a little goat dance of relief. “Hugging him? That 
was really risky!” 

“It was perfect,’ Annabeth said. She marched up and kissed me. “You 
know what? I think you’Il make a handsome old man. I hope one day we’ ll 
get the chance to find out. But I’m glad that isn’t today.” 

I smiled. The smell of Gary lingered on my clothes. I was weary and sore 
and felt like Pd aged a few decades. But those mental pictures also 
lingered . . . the images of growing older with the people I loved, with my 


best friends. And that made me feel like I could handle the aches and pains. 
Maybe the trade-off was worth it. 

“So, you think we can send Ganymede an Iris-message?” I hefted the 
chalice. “I don’t want to keep this in my locker until Sunday.” 

Annabeth looked like she was about to say something, but just then, a 
Hula-Hoop fell out of the sky. 

It was pink with blue stripes and sparkles baked into the plastic. It hit the 
pavement with a jolly rattling whack, bounced twenty feet into the air, then 
came down again and rolled across the playground, wobbling to a stop like a 
flipped coin. 

Even in a weird morning, this seemed weird. 

“Um...” I said. 

Annabeth walked over to the hoop. She nudged it. When it did not 
explode or turn into a monster, she picked it up. She looked at the clouds, 
but no other objects fell from the sky. 

“This is a symbol of Ganymede,” she said. 

“The Hula-Hoop?” Grover asked. 

“Well . . . the hoop. It’s been a kids’ toy for thousands of years. It’s a 
symbol of his eternal youth.” 

I shuddered. “Yeah, that doesn’t make Zeus’s abduction of him one bit 
less creepy. And you think what, Ganymede tossed the hoop off Mount 
Olympus?” 

Since these days Olympus hovered over the Empire State Building, it 
wasn’t such a crazy idea. A good godly throw could probably reach 
Washington Square Park, no problem. But why? 

Annabeth examined the hoop more closely. “Hold on.” 

She found a section of paper wrapped around one part of the hoop. I had 
assumed it was a label or something, but Annabeth peeled it off and started 
to read. 

“It’s a distress call,” she announced. “Ganymede says he’s stuck on 
Olympus, and he needs the cup immediately. He says...” 

Her face fell. “Oh, gods. Zeus isn’t waiting for Sunday to have a feast.” 

I gulped, remembering what Ganymede had said about Zeus being 
unpredictable. “So... what, he’s having one tonight?” 

“Worse than that,” Annabeth said. “Zeus is having his mom over for a 
family get-together right now. They’re having brunch.” 


TWENTY-NINE 


W 


I TEETER ON THE PRECIPICE 
OF MOUNT BRUNCH 


I, there anything more terrifying than brunch? 

It’s an abomination among meals, a Frankenstein hybrid of clashing food 
choices. It evokes nightmares of soft jazz bands, kids in itchy dress clothes, 
ladies in strange hats, lipstick smears on champagne glasses, and the smell of 
croque monsieur. I am sorry. I don’t eat food with a name that translates as 
Mr. Crunchy. 

Even the word brunch gives me the willies. (See, I almost said heebie- 
jeebies, but we don’t use that term anymore in this household.) Brunch is 
the most non-elegant term for something that is supposed to be elegant. It’s 
like saying, Let’s get all dressed up and go to a quack-splat. Like... 
why? 

But now I had found something even worse than a mortal brunch: a 
brunch among the gods. On a Monday morning, no less. And during regular 
breakfast hours, but, oh, no, they had to make it a brunch anyway. 

Also, Zeus was having his mom over? I’d never met Rhea, the Titan 
queen, and I wasn’t anxious to find out what the gods served her for her 
special morning meal. Probably poached demigod on toast with demigod- 
tear mimosas. 

I hefted the chalice of the gods. “I don’t suppose we can send this 
Hermes Express?” 

Annabeth frowned. “Percy...” 

“Don’t they have one-hour delivery in Manhattan?” 

“Ganymede needs it now. And you have to bring it. It’s—” 


“My job.” I sighed. I was familiar with the rules of quest completion, 
which included white-glove delivery by the demigod in charge. It was 
looking increasingly unlikely that I would make it to school in time for my 
first-period quiz. 

“Fine,” I said. “Any suggestions on how I can sneak into Olympus and 
infiltrate a godly brunch?” 

“Um, actually?” Grover blinked like what he was about to say would be 
painful for me to hear. “I might have an idea.” 


The easy part was getting a taxi uptown. Normally I wouldn’t have sprung 
for a cab, but after Grover and I said good-bye to Annabeth, it seemed like 
the fastest way to get to the Empire State Building, and also the fastest way 
to avoid Annabeth’s wrath. 

With great reluctance, she had lent me her New York Yankees cap. She 
never does that. The invisibility hat was a gift from her mom, so borrowing 
it just wasn’t something you did without a really good reason. It would’ve 
been like me letting another demigod use Riptide in a fight. Nope. 

But when Grover pleaded that it was the only way, Annabeth had handed 
it over. She glared at me and said, “You will bring it back. Good luck. Don’t 
die.” Then she ran off to start her school day, since her campus was only a 
couple of blocks away. 

In the cab, Grover tapped his hooves nervously on the floorboard as he 
explained the rest of his plan. I wasn’t too worried about the cabdriver 
listening in, because this was New York. A plan to break into Mount 
Olympus was not the craziest thing any cabbie would hear on any given day. 
Also, Grover had insisted on bringing the Hula-Hoop in the cab with us, and 
I had a giant chalice in my lap, so we were already unreliable narrators. 

“A cloud nymph,” I said, just to make sure I’d heard him correctly. 

“Yeah.” He glanced behind us, though as far as I could tell, we weren’t 
being followed. 

“Is this the same nymph who gave you the info on Washington Square 
Park?” I asked. 

“No, no. But cloud nymphs, man . . . they’re like school secretaries. 
They know everyone and everything. This one, Naomi—she’s been dating 
Maron for the past few months. She works in the kitchens of Zeus’s palace. 
If you can get to the side entrance, she should be able to slip you inside.” 

I shivered. Maron was one of Grover’s fellow Cloven Council elders—a 
nice enough goat dude, but he was only slightly below Gary on the weird- 


old-man spectrum. The idea of him having a dating profile on Satyr-er was 
not something I wanted to ponder. 

I curled Annabeth’s hat between my hands. “I don’t suppose the 
invisibility cap will fool the gods?” 

“Not likely,” Grover said. “The cap is to fool any spirits or minor gods 
you might come across. As long as you’re not waving your arms and 
screaming in their faces, you should be invisible to them. But the Olympians 
themselves? You’d need Hades’s helm of darkness for that. The best 
Annabeth’s cap might do is make you look, I don’t know, unimportant?” 

“Perfect,” I grumbled. I wasn’t sure how Grover knew this much about 
Annabeth’s hat, but since he was telling me bad news, I figured he was 
probably right on target. “So I get to the side door of the palace kitchen as 
fast as possible.” 

“You do the special knock.” 

“Shave and a haircut,” I said. “Because that is a knock no one would 
ever use.” 

“When Naomi opens the door, tell her Grover sent you. And you need 
her help.” 

“Okay .. .” Why were my hands trembling? Oh, right, I’d just had a 
wrestling match with Old Age. I was exhausted. Also, I was about to sneak 
into an Olympus palace uninvited, where several major gods were founding 
members of the We Hate Percy Jackson Club. “Then I just have to figure out 
how to get the cup to Ganymede.” 

“Right.” 

We pulled up in front of the Empire State Building. Wow, that was 
disappointingly fast. Looking at the black marble entrance, which I’d gone 
through too many times, I suddenly thought of another problem. 

“What about the sentry guy at the front desk?” I asked. “He’s not going 
to let me go up to Olympus unannounced. Will the Yankees cap work on 
him?” 

“Definitely not,” Grover said. “You’ll need a distraction. That’s me.” 

He paid the cabbie and got out with his Hula-Hoop. I scooted out after 
him, lugging the chalice. 

“When I start doing my thing,” Grover continued, “you slip around to the 
elevator banks and get to the six hundredth floor. Come on!” 

I wasn’t sure what Grover’s “thing” was, but we’d been friends long 
enough that I figured I would know when the time was right. Grover could 


be super distracting when he wanted to be . . . and I was an expert on getting 
distracted. 

I put on Annabeth’s cap. Even after I adjusted it to the biggest size, it 
didn’t fit my big head, but it still seemed to do its job. I looked down at my 
body and saw a vague smoky outline where Percy Jackson used to be. 
Suddenly I felt like I had termites swarming all over my skin. Annabeth had 
never told me that her hat generated a bad case of the creepy-crawlies. No 
wonder she only used it when she had to. Leave it to Athena to make a 
magical gift with a built-in disincentive. 

Inside, the lobby was mostly empty. Ever since they’d moved the tourist 
lines over to the West 34th Street entrance a few years ago, the Fifth Avenue 
entrance was a lot calmer, and today it was too early for much foot traffic. 
The usual guards stood by the doors. A few office workers stumbled toward 
the elevators, but that was it. 

The dark marble walls were probably supposed to feel majestic and 
grand, but they always reminded me too much of Mount Othrys, the Titans’ 
headquarters. All that gloomy stone closed in on me, weighing on my chest 
like a hug from Gary. I wondered if the Olympians had designed the 
building’s lobby that way on purpose, so when you got to the magical six 
hundredth floor and stepped out into the clouds, you would be dazzled by the 
gleaming towers and temples of Olympus. That seemed like a Zeus thing to 
do. See how much prettier we are? We must be the good guys! 

To the right of the main reception desk, the sentry guy I’d dealt with 
before was kicking back, reading a book as usual. His appearance never 
seemed to change, and he always read really thick novels. To me, those were 
two indications that he might not be human. 

His security-card lanyard dangled from the arm of his chair. I knew from 
past experience that I’d need the card to access the special god-evator, but 
even invisible, even if Grover provided a distraction, I didn’t see how I 
could grab it without the sentry guy noticing. 

Then Grover stepped into the middle of the lobby and did his thing. 

He pulled out his panpipes, yelled “Hey, folks!” and began to hula-hoop. 

I knew satyrs could climb and caper. I did not know they were absolute 
demons at the Hula-Hoop. Grover shook his wool-maker. The sacred hoop 
of Ganymede lit up, flashing and sparkling as Grover moved it up and down 
his body, looping it around one leg, then the other. He put his panpipes to his 
lips and blasted out the chorus of “Get Lucky.” 


The regular security guards’ mouths fell open. A commuter dropped a 
full cup of coffee on the floor. The sentry guy put down his book and rose 
from his chair. 

Then I remembered I was supposed to be using this moment to do 
something other than stare at Grover. 

As the sentry guy came around the reception desk, telling Grover, “Sir, 
you can’t perform in here,” I skirted around the edge of the lobby, cradling 
the chalice under one arm like a football. I grabbed the key card and made a 
dash for the elevators. 

I mashed the Up button. I waited for what seemed like forever, sure that 
the sentry would chase me down, or alarms would go off and vicious harpies 
would appear to drag me to the dungeon. (Does the Empire State Building 
have a dungeon? Probably, right?) 

Finally, the black-and-silver doors slid open. I slipped inside, inserted 
my stolen card, and hit the button for the six hundredth floor. Up I went, to 
the allegedly soothing sounds of “I Got You, Babe.” 

I hoped Grover would be okay. I wasn’t sure what the penalty was for 
playing “Get Lucky” while hula-hooping in the Empire State Building’s 
lobby, but it was probably severe. Annabeth and Grover had done their best 
to help me. Now it was up to me. I couldn’t fail after all we’d been through. 
Could I? 

The doors opened with a cheerful ding! that seemed to say, Why, yes, 
you absolutely can fail! Have a nice day! 

I stepped out onto the floating stone bridge that connected the elevator 
bank to the city of Olympus. There it stood, just as I remembered: a severed 
mountaintop wreathed in clouds, domed palaces and terraced gardens carved 
into its steep sides—an entire unearthly city floating over Midtown like 
Nothing to see here; move along. 

The chalice grew heavier in my arms. It seemed to tug me forward, as if 
sensing thirsty gods who needed a refill. I hoped I wasn’t going to have a 
Frodo moment, where I got to the threshold of Mount Brunch with my magic 
item and then, instead of handing it over, became visible, yelled Ha-ha! The 
cup is mine! and drank the immortality-flavored Kool-Aid. 

Zeus would probably make me the minor god of canapés. Annabeth 
would be so mad. 

I shook off that thought. 


Somewhere below in the mortal world, church bells were chiming, 
marking the hour of eight o’clock. That was an ungodly early hour for 
brunch, so I figured it was exactly when the gods would have it. I had to 
hurry. I took off down the path, leaping over gaps in the stone bridge and 
praying I could get the chalice to Ganymede before Zeus called for a round 
of demigod-tear mimosas. 


THIRTY 


W 


I INFILTRATE THE LAIR OF 
LIGHTNING GOD 3000 


Sonne to Mount Olympus sounded cool and heroic, until I got halfway 
there and realized I still had like a quarter mile to run with a bowling-ball 
chalice. By the time I reached the other end of the bridge, I was sweating 
and gasping. I imagined somewhere Gary was laughing at me and 
reminiscing about how, when he was a kid, they ran barefoot uphill five 
miles to Olympus and they liked it. 

Twice, I stopped to catch my breath, hugging the side of the road while a 
group of Olympus-dwellers passed by. I wasn’t sure what they were—minor 
gods? nature spirits?—but they didn’t seem to notice me. They just drifted 
past in their shiny golden robes, tittering and chatting in ancient Greek and 
basically looking like they lived inside a permanent “supernatural beauty” 
camera filter. 

Annabeth’s cap must have been doing its job. I was either invisible to the 
locals or appeared too unimportant to mess with. That was good, because the 
longer I wore the hat, the worse the itchy sensation got. My skin felt like it 
was baking into crispy pork rind. I wondered how Annabeth dealt with this, 
and also whether Olympus had any pharmacies that sold cortisone cream. 

At least the Olympian streets weren’t busy. A couple of chariots were in 
line at the drive-through window of Sagittarius Coffee. A Hephaestus-made 
steampunk rhinoceros thing was trundling along the street, power-washing 
the cobblestones with blasts of steam from its snout. In the park gazebo, a 
sign read OPEN MIC HOT POETRY WITH ERATO! TONIGHT ONLY! But at the 
moment, the gardens were empty except for a few pigeons. (Because yes, 
even Mount Olympus has pigeons.) 


I followed Grover’s directions to the side entrance of Zeus’s palace: Left 
at the big white oak tree, follow the bed of lilies until I found the two poplar 
trees. Take a right and look for the wall of jasmine. When your best friend is 
a satyr, you learn a lot about trees and plants. That’s how they see the world, 
so it’s also how they give directions. 

The chalice helped, pulling me along ever more insistently the closer we 
got to Ganymede. At least, I hoped that was where it was leading me, and 
not to the nearest godly high school cafeteria so I could top off everyone’s 
beverages. 

I ended up in an alley at the base of a tall cliff. Far above rose the 
foundations of an enormous white palace—Chez Zeus, I presumed. Sure 
enough, the wall in front of me was covered with flowering jasmine, except 
for a small door inlaid with fancy bronze designs. Even the alleys are high- 
class on Mount Olympus. 

I did the shave and a haircut knock. 

The door creaked open. The woman who poked her head out had a 
hairdo like a tornado funnel. Her eyes were gray and stormy, her face 
ageless, her scent like oncoming rain. She couldn’t have been more clearly a 
cloud nymph if she’d had a name tag that said HELLO! MY NAME IS CLOUD 
NYMPH. 

“Naomi?” I guessed. 

“You brought donuts?” she asked. 

“Oh, um... no.” 

“You smell like mochi donuts.” 

“That’s because .. . Never mind. I’m actually a friend of Maron’s.” 

She snorted. “No, you’re not. Maron doesn’t have friends.” 

“True. But Iam a friend of Grover Underwood’s. He said—” 

“Come in.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me into the kitchen. 

I’m not sure what I expected in a godly kitchen. If I’m being honest, I'd 
never considered whether the gods even had kitchens. I mean, they could 
snap their fingers and create anything they wanted. Why go to the fuss of 
having someone cook for you? 

Now, as I looked at all the nymphs rushing from oven to stovetop, 
pulling cloud-stuff out of the air and mixing it into their soups and pies like 
strands of cotton candy, I realized that the gods would want servants fussing 
around, making things for them, the same way they liked it when mortals 
burned offerings. It was all about being noticed, attended, catered to. Gods 


ate the spotlight more than they ate nectar and ambrosia. Of course they 
would insist things be done the hard way. 

About twenty nymphs were at work, all wearing white aprons, with 
black nets around their billowy hair. Their legs were just wisps of cloud, 
probably so they could move faster. Their nebulous dresses were stained 
with various soups, broths, and glazes, so they looked like colorful sunsets. 

The kitchen itself was bigger than my high school gym, and dryads kept 
popping in and out of the bronze double doors, carrying platters of food into 
the dining room beyond. As the doors opened, I heard voices I recognized: 
Zeus’s booming baritone, Hera’s laughter. Oh, great. My favorite goddess. 

As I had feared, the chefs were cooking up all the usual brunch horrors: 
eggs Benedict with neon-orange hollandaise sauce, steaks with eggs, 
soufflés. Yep, there were even a few Mr. Crunchys, along with French toast, 
bacon burgers, and pineapple pizza, because why not? Let brunch chaos 
reign. 

Naomi studied me with the same distrustful expression I was giving the 
food. 

“So why did Grover... ?” Her voice trailed off as I showed her the 
chalice. “I see. You’re not supposed to have that.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I know.” 

She scratched under her hairnet. “Are you a god, then?” 

A line from an old movie flitted through my head: When someone 
asks you if you’re a god, you say yes! 

I said, “No.” 

“Right.” She hesitated. “This would explain why Ganymede is out there 
sweating Greek fire.” 

“I can’t really comment,” I said. “But if you could signal him to come in 
here—” 

“Oh, no.” Naomi folded her arms. She scowled at Annabeth’s Yankees 
cap in a way that made me think invisibility hats were rude in her kitchen 
and also ineffective. “I will pretend I don’t see you. Nobody will bother you 
in here. But if you want to get Ganymede’s attention, you’ll have to do it 
yourself. He’s right through there.” She pointed at the double doors. “Can’t 
miss him. He’s the one sweating—” 

“Greek fire. Got it. I don’t suppose I could borrow a waiter’s outfit and 
maybe a fake mustache?” 


Naomi grunted. “Friend of Maron. That’s hilarious.” She marched away 
to check on her soufflés. 

I figured that was a no on the waiter’s costume. Since Annabeth’s 
invisibility cap wasn’t doing much more than making me look out of place 
and giving me a skin rash, I needed another plan. 

I made my way over to the double doors. I waited for a dryad server to 
go through, then put my foot in between them, keeping them open just 
enough to peek through the crack. 

Pd never seen Zeus’s private palace before. The few times I’d been to 
Olympus, I’d always made a beeline from the elevators to the gods’ council 
chamber, which is what you have to do when you’re delivering doomsday 
weapons or trying to keep the Titans from destroying the world. 

Zeus’s dining room looked like an ancient Roman feast hall crossed with 
a Beverly Hills party pad. In the central conversation pit, gold-embroidered 
purple sofas surrounded a table laden with platters of fruit. The gold cutlery 
and dinnerware gleamed so brightly I thought my eyes would melt. 
Bordering the atrium were alabaster columns etched with gold lightning 
bolts, just in case you forgot whose palace you were in. I was surprised Zeus 
hadn’t monogrammed them . . . although maybe he had. If his monogram 
was just a Z, that was basically the same as a lightning bolt, right? Mind 
blown. 

The view was suitably impressive—vast open balconies overlooking the 
other Olympian mansions where the lesser-schmuck gods were forced to 
live. But what really got me were the games. Lined up along the outer walls, 
every conceivable Zeus-themed arcade machine blinked and flashed—King 
of Olympus pinball, Mighty Zeus slots, even Lightning God 3000, which 
I remembered playing once on Coney Island. I wasn’t surprised that Zeus 
would collect his own memorabilia. That seemed very on-brand. But the fact 
that he would display it in his dining room was some god-level narcissism. 
Like, Why look at these amazing views when you can select my 
avatar in multiplayer mode and realize how much your powers suck 
compared to mine? I wondered if he sourced his machines from the same 
wholesaler as Hebe Jeebies. 

I forced my ADHD brain to stop obsessing about the blinking lights and 
focus on the brunch guests instead. Plenty of old friends and frenemies 
lounged on the sofas. At the head of the table sat the big guy himself, the 
O.Z., chillaxing in a purple velour toga and gold sandals. Because obviously, 


if you are a god and you can look like anything you want, this is the look 
you would choose. 

To his left was my buddy Hera, goddess of making Percy miserable. She 
looked regal in her sleeveless white dress and elegant braided hairdo, as if to 
make a point of how gross her husband was. 

To Zeus’s right, with her back to me, was a woman I assumed was Rhea, 
queen of the Titans, aka Grandma Goddess. I’d expected her to look older 
than the gods, because she was probably pushing six thousand by now, but 
of course immortals don’t have to show their age. Brown-blond hair 
cascaded down her back in a waterfall of ringlets. She wore a tie-dyed 
caftan-style dress with silver bangles on each arm. Curled up asleep at her 
feet was a lion. Just another apex predator at the table. 

Other celebrities in the brunch pit included Athena, Hermes, and 
Demeter . . . because of course the grain goddess would show up for a 
morning meal. There were a couple of other guests I didn’t recognize, either 
because they’d changed their appearance or because I hadn’t met them yet. 
And standing behind Zeus, trying to figure out what to do with his empty, 
chalice-free hands, was Ganymede. 

He was literally sweating Greek fire. Every so often, a drop of glistening 
incendiary liquid would pop and smoke on the back of his neck. So far, no 
one else in the room seemed to be noticing, or maybe he always did that 
when he served at the boss’s table. 

Zeus was holding forth about all the delicacies he had ordered for his 
mother’s special brunch day. Apparently, she hadn’t been to Olympus in a 
very long time, and nobody was allowed to start eating or drinking until 
Zeus finished his speech about how awesome she was. All their cups were 
empty. 

Good. Now all I had to do was get the chalice into Ganymede’s hands 
without being noticed. It seemed so doable, and yet... 

I stared at the cupbearer, willing him to look in my direction. Finally, as 
Zeus was extolling the virtues of phoenix eggs Benedict (they have a spicy 
kick!), Ganymede glanced at the kitchen doors. After a moment of hazy 
confusion, he saw me holding up the chalice. 

His expression changed from surprise to relief to terrified pleading in 
less time than it would’ve taken him to pour a drink. His eyes said, Oh, 
thank the gods! I gestured at him to come to the kitchen. 


He shuffled to one side, but immediately Zeus reached back and grabbed 
his wrist. “Stay, Ganymede. I want you to hear this! Then you can pour our 
drinks and we’ll have a nice toast.” 

Nobody remarked on the obvious fact that the cupbearer didn’t have his 
cup. I suppose, being a servant, he was even more invisible than I was in my 
borrowed hat. 

Ganymede looked in my direction again. Help! 

“I thought,” Zeus told the group, “that I would honor our dear mother, 
Rhea, with a special story about her.” 

“Oh, baby, you don’t have to,” Rhea said. 

The other gods wore pained smiles as if they agreed that Zeus really 
didn’t have to. 

“So, one time,” Zeus began, “back when I was just a lad and the rest of 
you were rolling around in Kronos’s stomach . . .” 

At that moment, two horrible things became clear to me. First, I would 
have to listen to this story. Second, if Ganymede could not come to the 
chalice, I would have to bring the chalice to Ganymede. 


THIRTY-ONE 


W 


I FACE A DANGEROUS 
PREDATOR WHO IS POSSIBLY 
MY FUTURE MOTHER-IN-LAW 


I will now sing the praises of pastry carts. 

Not only can they transport tasty baked goods to the vicinity of your 
face, they can also be covered with tablecloths that hide a lower shelf perfect 
for crouching on when you’re a demigod who needs to sneak into a brunch. 
Yes, I know that’s a cliché—I got the idea from old TV shows—but hey, 
you’ve got to do what works. 

The only tough part was convincing Barbara, my new best friend and 
dryad server, to push me as close to Ganymede as possible. 


Her price? 

“I want to meet Annabeth Chase,” she said. “I want a selfie and an 
autograph.” 

“I— Really?” 

“She’s my hero!” Barbara said. 

“No, I get that. She’s my hero, too. It’s just . . .” I decided not to 


elaborate. Pd been prepared for Barbara to demand something much more 
difficult, like a personal quest or a box of gold-foil collectors’ edition 
Mythomagic cards. “I can definitely arrange a meet and greet.” 

“Deal!” she said cheerfully. “But if you’re discovered, I have no idea 
who you are or how you got under the cart, and I will scream, ‘Demigod! 
Kill him!’ Cool?” 

“I would expect nothing less.” 

So I curled up under the cart with the chalice of immortality in my lap, 
hidden behind a white tablecloth embroidered with lightning bolts, as 


Barbara wheeled me into the dining room. 

“Anyway, Zeus was saying, “there I was, surrounded by angry 
llamas. ... Well, you can imagine!” 

“My dear,” said Hera, “there were no llamas in ancient Greece.” 

“Well, there were in Crete!” Zeus growled. “I don’t know, maybe Kronos 
decided we couldn’t have nice things and he sent them all to Peru, but at the 
time, wow! Llamas everywhere! As I was saying, I was all alone. No 
Amalthea. No Kouretes. Just me in my diapers, a mere mewling babe, if you 
can picture it—” 

“I can picture it, Dad,” Athena said dryly. 

The cart creaked and wobbled. I was so close to the dining table I could 
smell wet lion fur. I didn’t dare look, but I figured I must be getting close to 
Ganymede. 

Just a few more feet... 

“Stop that!” Zeus snapped. 

The cart stopped. 

“T’m telling a story here, Barbara 

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.” 

There was a long pause. I imagined all the gods staring at the cart, 
wondering why it seemed so heavily laden and why it was creaking more 
than usual. I waited for Barbara to yell Demigod! Kill him! 

Finally, Zeus grunted. “Where was I?” 

“Crete,” Hermes said. “Surrounded by llamas.” 

“Right, so...” 

I had trouble keeping track of the story. Partly, my heart was hammering 
too loudly. And partly, I just didn’t want to keep track of the story. 

Zeus rambled on, trying to build sympathy for his poor baby self all 
alone on Crete. I doubted his audience was feeling the suspense since 
(spoiler) he was immortal, so the possibility of him getting killed by llamas 
was quite low. Nevertheless, I hoped everyone had stopped looking at the 
pastry cart. I risked lifting the bottom of the tablecloth. 

I had a great view of Zeus’s sandaled feet. Did he polish those toenails or 
what? 

Focus, Percy. 

Ganymede stood on the other side of Zeus—only ten feet away, but still 
too far to slip him the chalice, especially since there was a lightning god 
between us. I tried to look up to see Ganymede’s face, but my angle wasn’t 


1°? 


good enough. I couldn’t tell if he knew I was there or if he was too busy 
sweating Greek fire to notice. 

I wondered if I could crawl from the cart to under the table, past all those 
immaculately groomed godly feet, without getting noticed. Probably not. 
Then I glanced to my right and locked eyes with the lion. 

Well, that was super. He looked sleepy and surprised, like he was 
wondering if he was still dreaming or if the pastry cart really had a human 
head on the bottom shelf. 

Probably the worst thing I could have done was to continue staring at 
him. So that’s what I did. He had pretty gold eyes. I’ve never been much of a 
cat person, but I could see the appeal of that big fuzzy face resting on giant 
fluffy paws, except for the fact that the face had fangs and the paws had 
claws. 

I tried to use my son-of-the-sea-god patent-pending telepathy to send 
him a message: | am harmless. Please do not eat me. But I was pretty 
sure that 1) the lion was not a sea creature, and 2) even if I could 
communicate with him, he would not listen to me. 

I mouthed, Okay, bye. 

I slowly lowered the edge of the tablecloth. It would not protect me from 
the lion, but maybe he would forget about me? 

“Then,” Zeus was saying, “my loving mother showed up! And you will 
never guess what she did!” 

Rawwwwwr, said the lion. 

Everyone around the table laughed. 

“That’s right, Lucius!” Zeus agreed. “She roared! After that...” 

I risked another peek, just to see if the lion was about to eat my face. 
Instead, Lucius had his head tilted and eyes closed in a look of utter bliss as 
Rhea scratched his ear, probably in an effort to keep him quiet. 

I did meet the gaze of someone else, though. Apparently, she had peeked 
under the table to see the cute kitty. Now, from across the table, Athena was 
staring right at me. 

Our eye-lock lasted less than a second, but the thing about Athena is that 
she is so smart, she can just glance at you and you feel like you’ve gone 
through a silent interrogation under a hot spotlight. The conversation went 
something like this: 


Athena: Why? 
Me: Quest. Sorry. Trying to hide. 


Athena: Under a pastry cart? That is so clichéd. 

Me: Yeah, | know. 

Athena: | can’t believe my daughter is still dating you. 
Me: Love is a mystery. Please don’t kill me? 


She popped her head back up while Zeus went on with his story. I waited 
for the goddess to interrupt and reveal my identity. 

“So anyway, the first llama—” Zeus was saying. 

“Ganymede?” Athena interrupted. “Would you be a sweetheart and take 
that pastry cart back to the kitchen? I don’t see any clotted cream for the 
scones, and that’s a deal-breaker.” 

Ganymede stuttered, “Uh, I” 

“I want Ganymede to hear the end of the story!” Zeus protested. 

“But, Father,” Athena said, calm and collected, “you know how Rhea 
loves her scones.” 

There followed a moment of electric tension—I could imagine storm 
clouds forming around Zeus’s chair. 

“Hmph,” he said at last. I couldn’t see him, but I swore I could feel the 
moment he let go of Ganymede’s wrist. “Hurry back.” 

“Or don’t,” Hera muttered. “Take your time.” 

The cart started to move. I couldn’t tell if it was shaking because of the 
wheels or because Ganymede was coming apart. 

Behind us, Zeus mumbled, “I do love watching him walk away... .” 

“Could you not at the brunch table?” Hera asked through what sounded 
like clenched teeth. 

“So where was I?” 

“Crete,” Hermes said. “Llamas.” 

The double doors swung open, and we were safely in the kitchen. 

Gasping, I rolled out from under the pastry cart. I realized I’d been 
holding my breath for way too long. 

“Oh, baby!” said Ganymede. “Come to Papa, you beautiful thing!” 

Thankfully, he was not talking to me. He made gimme-gimme hands at 
the chalice. I wondered why he just didn’t grab it. Then it occurred to me I 
had to hand it over. I had to complete the quest and place the cup into his 
possession. 


“Chalice for you, sir,” I said, and managed to lift the cup. 

Ganymede hugged it, kissed its rim, examined it for dents and dings. 
“Oh, Percy Jackson! You did it! I don’t know how to thank you!” 

“How about a recommendation letter?” 

Ganymede blinked. “Right! Of course!” A piece of paper floated down 
from nowhere, straight onto my chest. 

I looked at both sides. “It’s blank.” 

“Just dictate whatever you want me to say. The words will write 
themselves. When you’re done, as long as you haven’t gone overboard with 
the praise, my signature will appear at the bottom. It’s all completely 
legitimate and legal.” 

All this . . . for a blank piece of paper. 

I could have laughed or sobbed, but that wouldn’t have done any good. 
And it would have attracted the attention of the other gods. 

“Thanks,” I said, getting to my feet. “So... we’re done?” 

“Now I have to fill this chalice,” Ganymede said. “And clotted cream! I 
need some clotted cream! But yes. We’re done. I won’t forget this, Percy 
Jackson. Good luck in college!” 

As Ganymede rushed around the kitchen, Zeus called out, “Ganymede, 
where are you? I’m getting to the good part!” 

“Coming, Lord Zeus!” Ganymede called. “Just . . . filling my chalice, 
which has been in my possession this entire time!” 

He winced, then returned to work. Clotted cream obtained and chalice 
filled, he rushed the cart back into the dining hall. 

I glanced at Barbara the dryad. “Thanks for your help. Pll arrange that 
meet and greet with Annabeth.” 

“Awesome! It must be such a thrill to work for her.” 

“Um, yep.” 

I turned and nearly jumped out of my jeans. Chef Naomi was standing 
one inch away, glaring at me. 

“Bit of a letdown, doing quests for the gods?” she asked. “Kind of the 
way I feel every time I make a meal and none of them even says thank you.” 

“You know,” I said, “it’s a living.” 

She patted me on the shoulder. “Would you like a demi bag for the road? 
Then you can get out of my kitchen.” 
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GROVER EATS MY LEFTOVERS 


The worst part of it all? 

Demi bags—as in bags of leftovers for demigods—were a real thing. 

Naomi gave me an insulated white sack with DEMI BAG! written in red 
letters above a sketch of smiling children with their tongues hanging out, 
waiting for tasty treats. 

Pm not sure what I found more insulting—the fact that the gods treated 
their kids like pets, or the fact that Poseidon had never once brought me any 
leftovers. Naomi loaded me up with primo pastries, though she didn’t 
include any clotted cream. 

Somehow, I made it back across the Olympian bridge without being 
accosted by minor gods or rabid dryad fans demanding Annabeth’s 
autograph. 

As I took the elevator down to the mortal world, “I Got You, Babe” was 
still playing. Gods almighty, how long was that song? Or maybe the 
Olympians just had it on a loop to torture their visitors. 

I realized I was shaking from delayed fear. All the adrenaline rushed out 
of my body. I could still see Athena’s eyes boring into me, so much worse 
than the gaze of a lion. Unlike Lucius, the goddess of wisdom couldn’t be 
pacified by a scratch behind the ear—or at least, I wasn’t going to be the one 
to try. 

I took off Annabeth’s cap, which helped a little. The itching stopped 
immediately. I expected my skin to be covered in red welts, but my arms 
looked no different. By the time I reached the lobby, I was feeling almost 
calm again. 


The doors slid open. I took a deep breath and strolled out of the elevator, 
doing my best to act casual. I dropped my stolen key card near the front 
desk. There was no sign of Grover, though when I passed one of the mortal 
guards, she was humming “Get Lucky.” The sentry at the front desk didn’t 
try to stop me, but I’m pretty sure he narrowed his eyes when he saw my 
demi bag. 

Once out on Fifth Avenue, I spotted Grover at the end of the block, 
waving his sparkly Hula-Hoop at me. 

“Lobby security let me off with a warning!” he said as he trotted up. 
“And did you— Ooh, a demi bag! Thanks!” 

Grover dove in like a horse with a grain sack . . . which I mean in a 
completely complimentary and positive way. 

“Yum,” he said. “You know what these pastries need?” 

“Clotted cream?” I guessed. 

He got a dreamy look on his face. “I was going to say strawberry jelly. 
But yeah . . . clotted cream. Anyway, tell me what happened!” 

I gave him the rundown on my fabulous brunch experience. 

“Llamas in Crete?” Grover frowned. “You sure they weren’t vicuña or 


guanaco?” 

“You know, I didn’t get the chance to ask while I was hiding under the 
pastry cart.” 

“That’s a cliché. But you met Lucius the lion! I hear he tells hilarious 
jokes... .” Grover must’ ve registered the blank look on my face. “Which of 
course you didn’t have time for. It sounds like everything worked out, 
though!” 


“Yeah,” I said. “As long as Athena doesn’t report me to the Olympian 
border patrol. Or as long as Zeus doesn’t find out I sneaked into his brunch. 
I’ve decided not to mention this incident to anyone at camp.” 

His goatee quivered. I worried I’d offended him somehow. Then he 
sniffled, and I realized he was on the verge of tears. 

“PI be honest, Percy .. . the most scared I’ve ever been? It was probably 
in that Cyclops’s cave in the Sea of Monsters, when I was all alone. . . .” He 
wiped his nose, which made the Hula-Hoop sparkle cheerfully. (Because 
Hula-Hoops have no sense of propriety.) 

“But today,” he continued, “when I watched you wrestling Gary... ? 
That was a close second. I really thought I was going to lose you.” 


My heart felt like it was being filled with a particularly heavy Olympian 
beverage. “Ah, G-man... we came through it okay. We always do.” 

Sniffle. “I know. But every time .. . I feel like we’re tempting fate. Like 
eventually our luck will run out. And if I lost you...” 

“Hey,” I said. “I’m fine. Besides, you’ve been in a lot scarier spots than 
today. I mean, Medusa’s lair, the Underworld—” 

“Nah,” he said. “Nothing is scarier than watching your friend struggle 
and not being able to help.” 

I put a hand on his shoulder. “But you did help. You know how I was 
able to beat Gary?” 

I told him about the daydream that got me through the wrestling match— 
of Annabeth and me and him, dozing in the sunshine at a cottage on the 
seashore. 

He listened intently, like he was almost as hungry for the story as he was 
for the demi-bag goodies. “I had white ear hair?” he asked. 

“Yeah.” 

“That makes sense. And what was cooking for lunch?” 

I thought about it. “Probably enchiladas.” 

He sighed with contentment. “Okay. That’s good. I can believe in 
enchiladas.” 

He gave me a hug that reminded me how much my ribs hurt, but 
honestly, I didn’t mind. We probably looked strange standing there on Fifth 
Avenue, just two guys hugging it out with a Hula-Hoop between us. I didn’t 
mind that, either. 

“I’m keeping you from school,” Grover said, releasing me from the satyr 
hug of steel. “Haven’t you already missed, like, two classes?” 

Oh, right . . . school. 

“Maybe I should find Annabeth first,” I said hopefully. “Tell her what 
happened. Return her hat.” 

“I can do that,” Grover said. “You get to class!” 

That’s the advantage of having a friend who does not attend school—he 
can do things for you while you’re stuck in lectures. The disadvantage is that 
you have one less excuse for skipping those lectures. 

I readjusted the cap for Annabeth’s size and handed it to Grover. Then I 
gave him another hug. 

“Thanks for everything, G-man,” I said. “I couldn’t have done it without 
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you. 


“Aww.” He blushed to the base of his horns. “Just make good grades! 
Otherwise . . . well, I’m sure you’ll do great.” 

On that happy note, we headed in different directions—him downtown 
toward SODNYC, me to the subway for Queens. 

I tried not to dwell on the fact that I was taking the F train to school. It 
seemed like a bad omen. Still, it felt weird being back in a mortal commute 
after my trip to Olympus. In the seat next to me, some guy was on his phone 
complaining about stock options. The lady across the aisle was rummaging 
through bags of produce, pulling out turnips and scowling at them. 
Meanwhile, up on Olympus, Zeus probably hadn’t even finished his llama 
story yet. I preferred hanging out with Stock Option Guy and Turnip Lady. 
They were more entertaining. 

By the time I emerged in Queens and walked a half mile, I’d just about 
stopped shaking from my morning quest and instead had started shaking 
thinking about the unexcused tardy I’d have to explain. 

Alternative High was right where I’d left it—on a tree-lined block of 
37th Avenue between a used-car dealership and a wholesale store called (I 
kid you not) Hephaistos Building Supplies. I hadn’t had the courage to visit 
the store, though I wondered if they sold used bronze dragon parts. 

The building itself looked like a deceptively average New York 
elementary school: a two-story wedge of red brick with white-trimmed 
windows and a bright blue main entrance. It wasn’t until you compared the 
sign ALTERNATIVE HIGH SCHOOL to the playground—which still had seesaws 
and paintings of Disney characters on the pavement—that you started to get 
a sense of disconnect. 

I walked into the front office, ready to spill all kinds of wild stories. I 
was trying to decide between My dog ate my shoes and My alarm didn't 
go off, which, given my state of mind, probably would have come out as Hi, 
my dog didn't go off, and | ate my alarm shoes. 

Before I could say anything, the secretary looked up from a phone call. 
She practically beamed with delight. “Oh, Mr. Jackson! I’m talking to your 
father right now. He explained that you would be late.” 

I blinked. “He did?” 

She put her hand over the receiver. “What a lovely man! Here, you can 
tell him you arrived safely while I write you a pass to third period. We’ve 
already rescheduled your first-period quiz. Not to worry!” 


She handed me the phone and floated back to her desk, humming a 
cheerful tune. 

I stared at the receiver. Had Paul called the school? That didn’t make 
sense. He wouldn’t even know I was running late, and he was careful never 
to misrepresent himself as my father. But who else... ? Surely not... ? 

“Hello?” I said. 

“Congratulations,” said Poseidon. “That was nicely done with the 
chalice.” 

I braced myself against the counter to keep from falling over. Hearing 
the god of the sea on a mortal landline was beyond strange. Usually, I heard 
his voice underwater, or echoing through the council chamber on Mount 
Olympus. On the phone, he sounded like Poseidon the same way I sounded 
like myself when I heard a recording of my own voice—which is to say, not 
at all. 

“You called my school?” I asked. 

I didn’t mean to sound rude. I was just in shock. How did Poseidon find 
the school’s number? How did he know what to say? How had he even 
learned to operate a phone? I pictured him in an air bubble, sitting poolside 
at the edge of the continental shelf, his line plugged straight into the 
undersea transatlantic cable. No wonder he had such a clear connection. 

“It was the least I could do,” he said. “Margaret was very 
understanding.” 

Margaret? I guessed that was the secretary. Grover was right: school 
secretaries really did know everyone and everything. I wasn’t sure how I felt 
about Poseidon being on a first-name basis with her, though. 

“Uh, thanks ... Dad.” I said that last bit for Margaret’s benefit, since she 
was smiling at me as she wrote out my hall pass. She was probably thinking 
how lucky I was to have a father who was so active in my life. 

“Can I ask... ?” I lowered my voice as I cradled the receiver. “And 
don’t take this the wrong way, but why help me now? I mean .. . I’ve been 
in way worse situations before. Isn’t this pretty hands-on for a god?” 

The line was silent for a count of three. Except for the faint gurgling 
sound of water in the background, I would’ve thought Poseidon had hung 
up. 

“You know,” he said, “sometimes it’s the smallest waves that knock you 
off your feet. Tsunamis—everybody knows they’re powerful. Tidal waves— 


big and impressive. But those small waves? They hold a lot of power. They 
prove what the ocean is capable of, even when no one is paying attention.” 

Margaret slid a hall pass across the counter. She smiled as if to say, This 
is all very nice and your dad sounds great, but | need my phone back 
now. 

“Okay, Dad,” I said. “I understand.” 

In fact, I had no idea what he was talking about. 

“I always keep an eye on you, Percy,” he said. “Mostly from a distance, 
it’s true. I’ve watched you save the world multiple times, conquering 
enemies that would scare most immortals. But it wasn’t until today that I 
realized how much of a hero you truly are.” 

A lump formed in my throat. “Because I dared to go to brunch?” 

Poseidon chuckled. “No. That was just foolhardy. You’d never catch me 
at one of Zeus’s brunches. I mean when you accepted Geras’s challenge. You 
could have walked away, left Ganymede to his fate, probably even gotten 
Geras to write you a recommendation letter instead.” 

The way Poseidon spelled out what I’d been thinking at the time... I 
wondered if he could read my mind. Or maybe he just understood me the 
way he understood the ocean’s moods. Like the sea, I was part of him. 

“Instead,” he continued, “you honored your promise. You risked your 
life for a cupbearer you barely know. Not for a letter. Not because the fate of 
the world was at stake. But because that’s just who you are. Today, you 
created a small wave, and you showed what the ocean is capable of.” 

My eyes were getting watery. If I wasn’t careful, I was going to start a 
saltwater flood right here in the office. 

“Mr. Jackson?” Margaret sounded impatient. 

“I gotta go,” I told Poseidon. “But hey, Dad? Thank you. Also... would 
you consider letting the river god Elisson do a yoga class at your palace 
sometime? I think you’d really love it.” 

I said good-bye and, after handing Margaret the phone, took my hall pass 
and left. When I glanced back through the office window, she was talking to 
my dad again, laughing at something he’d said. Were they flirting? I decided 
I didn’t want to know. 

Already this morning, I’d wrestled Old Age, survived a godly brunch, 
and gotten the demi bag to prove it. Pd saved Ganymede’s reputation, and 
even put in a good word for Elisson and his undersea whale yoga classes. 


Those were enough small waves for now. My dad was right. If you 
weren’t careful, they could sweep you off your feet. 
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ONE MORE JOLLY RANCHER 
FOR OLD TIMES’ SAKE 


I was halfway down the hall when the counselor’s door opened. 

“There you are!” Eudora said. “Come in! Come in!” 

I was in too much shock to argue. Besides, a few more minutes of 
tardiness probably wouldn’t make any difference, so I followed her inside. 

I sat on the little blue plastic chair and nodded to Sicky Frog, because by 
this point, I was pretty sure the creature was sentient. Eudora seemed to be 
making herself at home in the counselor’s office. She’d added a collection of 
seashells to her desk—maybe in case she needed to freshen up her hairdo. 
On the back wall, she’d tacked up a motivational poster of a smiling sea 
otter with the message LAUGHTER IS THE BEST MEDICINE! 

I thought maybe I should buy her another poster as a thank-you gift, once 
I was safely graduated and on the other side of the country. One that said: 
COUNSELING: WHERE CAN WE FLUSH YOU TODAY? 

“So!” Eudora rubbed her hands together. “Tell me all about it! I heard 
you got Ganymede’s letter!” 

“Its kind of a do-it-yourself letter, but yeah.” I told her about my 
adventures since I’d last seen her, making sure she understood there was no 
longer any need to send me anywhere via her magical sewer pipes. 

When I mentioned the call from Poseidon, a trickle of seawater leaked 
from her scalloped hair. 

“I—I see! I would have been happy to talk to the office myself. I’m so 
sorry your father had to be bothered with that.” She paused, looking 
suddenly terrified. “Not that you are a bother, of course!” 

“It’s cool,” I said. “Actually, it worked out great.” 


Her shoulders relaxed as she realized I wasn’t going to yell at her or 
demand that my father banish her to the Mariana Trench. 

“I’m so glad to hear that,” she said. “I think this experience would make 
a great subject for your personal essay on the application. Bravery! 
Initiative! Self-discovery!” 

“Yeah,” I said, trying not to cry about the fact that I would have to write 
yet another essay. “I think we all learned an important lesson here today.” 

“Sorry?” 

“Forget it.” 

She leaned forward conspiratorially. “And . . . may I ask, were you 
tempted at all to drink from the chalice of the gods? You can tell me the 
truth.” 

I thought about poor Ganymede sweating Greek fire at the brunch, about 
the way Zeus treated him like a trophy, about the various looks of distaste 
Hebe, Iris, and Geras had made when I mentioned Ganymede’s name. 

“The truth?” I said. “I wasn’t tempted a bit.” 

She studied me as if I’d grown a set of tentacles. “Fascinating. May I see 
your letter from Ganymede?” 

I pulled out my blank sheet of paper and slid it across the desk. 

“Oh, goodness . . .” Eudora rubbed the edge of the paper. “This is very 
nice. Arachnean-silk fiber! Eggshell finish. Triple weave. It will make quite 
an impression on the admissions committee.” 

“It’s blank,” I said. 

“Ah, details. I’m sure you’ll add the right words.” 

I wondered if I could use that approach for my English class. Maybe I 
had been looking at this writing stuff all wrong. I could buy some expensive 
cardstock at the stationery store, fill it with Blah, blah, blah, blah,and my 
teacher would go, Oh, nice paper! A+! 

Eudora reluctantly slid the blank letter back to me. “Well done, Percy. 
When you do write your letter, it’s not necessary to thank me too much.” 

I looked at the poster of the smiling otter, who was loving that laughter 
medicine, then at Sicky Frog, who was not. 

“Okay,” I said. 

“Just a short mention would be sufficient,” Eudora said. 

“So I guess we’re all done for now?” I pointed to the door. “ "Cause I’m 
really looking forward to spending the rest of my day in class.” 


“Of course you are!” Eudora said, because much like minor goddesses, 
Nereids don’t do sarcasm. “And I know how proud your father must be!” 

I couldn’t bring myself to respond. It still felt surreal that I had talked to 
my dad. He’d called the school. He’d been watching. It almost made up for 
all the demi bags he’d never brought me, though honestly, I couldn’t blame 
him for skipping those Olympian brunches. He was too smart to subject 
himself to phoenix eggs Benedict. 

“Soon, we'll have to talk standardized testing,’ Eudora reminded me. 
“And you'll need those other two letters of recommendation by winter break. 
But for now, you should relax! What else do you have on your plate today?” 

“A discussion about some short story. A math test. A chemistry lab.” 

She nodded contentedly, as if Pd given her the perfect description of 
relaxation. “Remember, I am here if you need anything. Now, what color 
Jolly Rancher would you like? Green? Yellow?” 

She really didn’t know me very well. She offered me the jar, and I dug 
around until I found the only blue piece. 

Eudora smiled. “You’re going to do just fine, Percy. I have a good 
feeling about this year! Now if you’re running late to third period, I could 
always—” 

“PIH walk,” I said quickly. “But thanks, Eudora.” I saluted her with my 
Jolly Rancher, then saluted Sicky Frog. “I’m sure PII see you soon.” 

I have to admit, it was kind of relaxing sitting in English class. No, I 
hadn’t read the story or done my homework. But I was pretty sure I could 
bluff my way through a literature conversation today. I could talk about 
bravery, initiative, and self-discovery. You can get a lot of mileage out of 
that stuff. 
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I WRITE THE WORST LETTER 
EVER, DELETE, DELETE 


I was relieved to get home that night—at least until dinner turned into a 
letter-writing party. You’d think that with an English teacher, a soon-to-be- 
published author, and a daughter of Athena at the table, we could come up 
with some believable praise that Ganymede might say about me. You would 
be wrong. 

Annabeth had come over around sunset. She didn’t bring cupcakes this 
time. She’d been too busy catching up on schoolwork after hunting the 
diapered god of geriatrics in the park that morning. She and I chopped 
peppers for the salad while Paul cooked spaghetti. And, yes, after the 
horned-serpent incident, Id sworn off spaghetti, but pasta is like a best 
friend: you can’t stay mad at it forever. 

Once the table was set and the Dave Brubeck Quartet was jazzing out on 
Paul’s turntable, we broke garlic bread and talked about our respective days, 
just the four of us. Well . . . four and a half of us. I had to keep reminding 
myself that my mom was expecting a little mortal bundle of Jackson-Blofis. 

It was a pretty average dinner for us, which was exactly what I needed. 
Paul told funny stories about his classes. His students were goofs. His fellow 
teachers and administrators were even bigger goofs. My mom told us that 
her book had received its first one-star review online, even though the book 
wouldn’t be out for several more months. Apparently, the reviewer didn’t 
like that the title Love Songs of the Gods promoted paganism. 

Paul chuckled. “Little do they know.” 

I offered to talk to Hylla, queen of the Amazons and fearsome monarch 
of online retailing, about removing the review, but my mom said there was 


no need. 

“I’m going to print it and frame it,” she said. “I kind of love it.” 

Finally, Annabeth told them about our latest adventures. She played 
down the most terrifying parts, like almost getting turned into grave dust, but 
I think my mom filled in the blanks pretty well. 

“Wow. Embracing old age?” She smiled at Paul. “I have a smart kid.” 

“Yes, you do,” Paul said. “I think he gets that from your side.” 

I may have blushed. It’s one thing being called the son of Poseidon. 
Getting noticed for being anything like my mom, though . . . that’s a 
compliment. 

“What happened on Olympus?” Annabeth asked me. “I didn’t get to hear 
about it.” 

I hesitated. I was still processing what I’d seen at the brunch—and not 
just the horror of Zeus’s pedicured toenails. “It wasn’t too bad,” I said. “I got 
Ganymede the chalice just in time. He gave me my letter.” 

Annabeth waited for more. I gave her a look. Later, okay? 

“So...” Paul broke the silence. “What does a godly recommendation 
letter look like?” 

“PIH show you after dinner,” I promised. “Probably best if we don’t get 
spaghetti sauce on it.” 

Once we’d cleaned up the dishes, I brought out the letter and set it on the 
living room table. Everybody leaned in like they were looking at a board 
game. 

“It’s blank,” my mom noted. 

“Lovely paper, though,” Paul said. 

“If you got an essay on this paper,” I said, “would you just give it an A- 
plus without reading it?” 

Paul grinned. “I would probably write ‘Nice try with the lovely paper, 
but you still need to provide examples that prove your thesis.’ ” 

“Well, there goes that idea,” I grumbled. 

My mom picked up the letter and looked at both sides. “Is it written in 
some sort of invisible ink?” 

“I have to do it myself.” I explained what Ganymede had told me—that I 
could say whatever I wanted, within reason, and once I had done a good job, 
his signature would appear at the bottom. 

Paul frowned. “That seems a bit...” 

“Too trusting?” Annabeth guessed. 


“I was going to say lazy on Ganymede’s part.” Paul glanced at the 
ceiling. “Though I hope that doesn’t get me zapped with a lightning bolt.” 

“Nah,” I said. “The gods would take that as a compliment. They raise 
lazy to an art form.” 

“Nice work if you can get it,” Paul said. 

I knew he was being facetious, but the comment made me wince. I’d 
been offered that work, and I’d turned it down. But the more I thought about 
Ganymede, the happier I was with my choice. His job was anything but nice. 

My mom set the paper back on the table. “How does it know when to 
start writing?” 

“Dunno,” I admitted. “Maybe I just say ‘Dear Admissions Office.’ ” 

I should have known better. Fancy calligraphy blazed to life across the 
top of the paper, each letter forming in fiery bronze ink with a sound like a 
burning fuse: Dear Admissions Office. 

“Well, crap,” I said. 

Well, crap, wrote the fancy calligraphy. 

“No! Delete!” I said. 

Thankfully, the writing erased itself. 

I looked at Annabeth, who was trying hard not to laugh. 

“This isn’t funny,” I said, “Delete, delete. I didn’t know it would start. 
Delete, delete.” 

My mom stared at the letters writing and erasing themselves. “That is 
amazing paper. What’s it made out of?” 

I wasn’t about to tell her Arachnean silk, because Annabeth had a major 
spider phobia. I didn’t want to have to peel her off the chandelier. 

“Maybe we should help Percy get it written now,” Paul said, “so he 
doesn’t have to worry about it.” 

“Spoken like a true English teacher,’ Annabeth said. “It can’t be that 
hard, right? How about, ‘I highly recommend Percy Jackson for New Rome 
University. He is adorable and has nice eyes.’ ” 

“I am not saying that. Delete, delete,” I complained, though I did keep 
the first sentence. That one sounded okay. 

“ ‘And his mother is very proud of him,’ ” my mom chipped in, 
‘though college would be a wonderful experience, as it might teach him to 
do his own laundry.’ ” 

“You're all terrible people,” I said. “Delete, delete.” 
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Paul cleared his throat, like he was getting ready to launch into a lecture 
on similes. “ ‘I, Ganymede, cupbearer to the gods, have found Percy Jackson 
to be an excellent hero—brave, kind, and fantastic at chopping vegetables.’ ” 

My mom and Annabeth were both giggling. 

I wanted to say Just kill me now,but with my luck, those words would 
stick on the letter and the admissions office at New Rome would make me 
fall on my sword the moment I arrived. 

I dictated Paul’s sentence, minus the vegetables. For the next half an 
hour, Paul, Annabeth, and my mom offered all sorts of unhelpful suggestions 
for Ganymede’s letter, while I picked out the least embarrassing lines and 
read them onto the paper. I even managed to get a line in there about how 
helpful my counselor, Eudora, had been. 

By the end, Annabeth was on the floor crying from laughing so hard. 
Paul looked like he was starting to feel bad for me. My mom came over and 
kissed me on the head. 

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “But we do love all those things about you. 
Let’s see how the letter came out.” 

She read it aloud, and I had to admit, it wasn’t bad. 

“How do you get his signature to appear, though?” Annabeth wondered. 

Before she could suggest something like Hugs and kisses,I said, “ 
‘Thank you for your time. Yours sincerely, Ganymede.’ ” 

The words burned themselves onto the paper, with Ganymede’s signature 
appearing in red. 

“You think it’s done?” I asked. Then I realized my question was not 
transcribing itself. 

“Thank gods.” 

“You have to get two more recommendation letters?” my mom asked. 
“Sounds like fun!” 

“Yeah, and if those are do-it-yourself letters, too,” I said, “I think P1 do 
them by myself.” 

“But you’re never alone, Seaweed Brain.” Annabeth squeezed my ankle. 
“We'll always be here to help you.” 

She didn’t even have the decency to put sarcastic air quotes around help. 

“To Percy!” Paul raised his glass. “Our own family hero!” 

My mom and Annabeth both cheered and drank sparkling water to my 
health. 


I appreciated the sentiment, but I didn’t join in. Toasts made me think of 
Ganymede, and it was a little too soon for that. 


THIRTY-FIVE 
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PRETTY MUCH THE BEST 
GOOD-NIGHT KISS EVER 


Tat night, I told Annabeth the full story. 

After dinner, she’d headed back to her dorm, but once I’d had enough of 
doing homework, I lay down in my bed, fired up my makeshift Iris-message 
machine, and tossed a coin into the rainbow. I was a little afraid Iris’s staff, 
Mercedes, might fly through my window and beat me upside the head for 
using another form of messaging, but thankfully that didn’t happen. 

“Hey,” said Annabeth. 

She shimmered in the rainbow light, her head propped on one hand, an 
open textbook on the bed in front of her: some math stuff that was beyond 
me. 

Her smile was the perfect antidote for my long crazy day. Sure, she had 
smiled at dinner (And laughed at me. A lot.), but this was a warmer, more 
intimate smile. I liked to think it was just for me. 

“I wanted to tell you about Olympus,” I started. 

She was delighted to hear about Barbara’s request for a selfie and an 
autograph. “Of course! Happy to!” 

I was a little surprised by how unsurprised she sounded. Maybe she got 
these requests all the time and just didn’t talk about them. 

“Thanks for the loan of the Yankees cap, by the way,” I said. “You never 
told me it makes you uncomfortable when you wear it.” 

She gave me a one-shoulder shrug. “All power has a price. Even being 
invisible. My mom taught me that a long time ago.” 

She sounded wistful, maybe a little sad, but not resentful. She had 
apparently accepted the way the world worked according to Athena, even if 


she didn’t always agree, even if it sometimes didn’t make any more sense 
than Annabeth’s math homework did to me. 

“Speaking of your mom .. .” I told her what had happened at the brunch, 
when Athena locked eyes with me under the table. 

Annabeth’s expression was difficult to read. Iris-messages were always a 
little hazy, but she looked like she was trying to sew my words together in 
her mind, to make a coherent story out of them. 

“Wow,” she said at last. 

“Yeah.” 

“She helped you.” 

“I... guess? She didn’t kill me, anyway.” 

“You know what this means?” She stretched her hand toward me. Her 
fingers dispersed into water and light as they hit the Iris-message, but I 
reached toward her anyway. When the image re-formed, it looked as if our 
hands had merged, fused together at our life lines. Annabeth was smiling 
again. 

“My mom gets it,’ Annabeth said. “It’s weird that she didn’t before, 
seeing as she’s usually so far ahead of everyone else, but I guess this isn’t a 
battlefield.” 

“Sorry, she gets what?” 

She laughed. “How serious I am about you, Seaweed Brain.” 

My chest tightened, but it wasn’t an unpleasant feeling—more like a 
snug woolly sweater being wrapped around me. “So you think she helped 
me for your sake?” 

As I said it, I realized it made a lot of sense. At least, way more sense 
than Athena helping me for any other reason. 

“She knows I am going to see this through,” Annabeth said. “I’m going 
to make sure we both get to adulthood and have a chance to settle down— 
hopefully after having a lot of fun while we’re in college.” 

“You had me at fun,” I said. “Actually, you had me at the whole thing.” 

I told her what I had thought about while I wrestled Geras, how I'd 
decided to hug it out with old age because any future that had us in it was a 
future I wanted to live through. 

“Oh, my gods.” Annabeth brushed away a tear. “You know, sometimes 
you can be so sweet.” 

“Only sometimes?” 


“Let’s stay focused, shall we? You still have two more letters of 
recommendation to get before winter break. That means two more quests for 
the gods.” 

“Easy-queasy.” 

“You mean peasy.” 

“No, Pm pretty sure it makes me queasy. But we’ll make it, right? I 
mean, if even your mom is on our side...” 

“I wouldn’t press too hard on that point, but it’s a good sign. And, yes, 
we'll make it. Hey, Percy?” 

“Yeah.” 

“I hate to break it to you, but I think I might love you.” 

“Ah, crud. I was afraid of that. I love you, too.” 

“Finish your homework. Good night.” 

“Good night, Wise Girl.” 

And as we always did, we rolled toward each other, breaking the Iris- 
message as we came together, but in the mist and the last flecks of light, I 
thought I could smell her presence, and feel the warmth of her hug. 

Honestly, that was enough to make me believe anything was possible. 

Except homework. I fell asleep almost immediately. And for once, I had 
pleasant dreams. 
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